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E S S AY

SEARCHING FOR THE CENTER
OF ADVENTIST THEOLOGY:
What can sanctuar ritua and
theo og add to the search
GERALD A. KLINGBEIL

i ica sacrifice is not to e understood as a ri e. t is pu ic and
transparent and in o es c ear defined participants. t has to
e this wa since it is an e tension or a dimension of the Great
ontro ers where a pu ic cha enge to God s ustice and o e
required a pu ic di ine answer.
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T

he sanctuary1 played an important role in
the religion and history of Israel, and frequent references to it in the Hebrew Bible
(HB) are well attested.2 Countless studies
focusing upon its architecture, personnel,
utensils, and its associated rites have been published—
even if one disregards those studies that focus exclusively
upon the “literary construct” of the sanctuary texts over
against the material reality.3 Too often, however, these
studies have overlooked the forest by focusing upon the
trees. We often look at details (important as they may
be) or one element at the expense of others, without
considering the larger picture.
Let me illustrate this point. Imagine for a moment
the following image: You see two circles, a smaller one
and a larger one. Both circles share a common center,
thus placing the smaller circle in the center of the bigger
circle. Two short, straight horizontal lines connect to
the outer circle on opposite sides. Can you see it? Could
you draw what I tried to describe in three sentences?
Can you guess its meaning?

When we see images (or read texts, which are literary
images), we immediately try to decipher and understand. However, interpretation requires context, and
there is none for this image. We are not too sure if this is
an astronomical mapping of stars or planets with their
orbits or if this image represents an architectural or
landscape design. I am sure as you look at the image you
would be able to come up with many different interpretations (or at least tentative suggestions). That’s how
our mind works: We try to make sense of what we see.
Let me tell you what the drawing represents (and
here I am indebted to my three daughters and my wife
Chantal): It’s a Mexican, wearing a big sombrero, and
riding a bicycle—observed from the perspective of a
drone hovering above. Now you may wonder, what
does this exercise have to do with ritual, the sanctuary, and biblical interpretation? Keep this important
question on standby as we delve into the intricacies of
sanctuary and ritual studies.
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SANCTUARY AND ADVENTIST THEOLOGY

There is a close link between Adventist theology
and the sanctuary. After all, following the Great
Disappointment in 1844, those Millerites who kept
searching understood—through divine guidance and
the careful study of Scripture—that the prophetic time
of Daniel 8:14, pointing to the cleansing of the sanctuary, was not referring to Jesus’ second coming, but rather
to a new phase in His ministry in the heavenly sanctuary. Obviously, my sentence-long summary represented
months and even years of wrestling with the biblical
text, prayerful discussion, more study, and often tentative conclusions. As the large picture emerged, more
attention was paid to sanctuary details—and questions
were raised.4 The most notorious (or “famous”) in our
recent history involved the Glacier View consultation
in 1980, dealing with the numerous questions that
had been raised by Desmond Ford in his 991-page
document Daniel 8:14, the Day of Atonement, and the
Investigative Judgment.
Since then, Seventh-day Adventist scholars and
authors have worked arduously to further understand
the significance of the sanctuary and its related elements in the overall context of Adventist theology.5
Roberto Ouro has suggested that the sanctuary (both
the “physical macrostructure” as well as the “theological macroconcept”) may be inductively derived at as the
biblical center of the HB.6 He argues that the sanctuary
concept emanates from the biblical text itself and thus
does not represent a superimposed external framework
or system. His approach is indeed intriguing and follows an important hermeneutical principle: Scripture
needs to determine the way and method we read it—not
an external system, based on distinct philosophical (or
hermeneutical) presuppositions.7
However, before attempting to make a judgment call
on this proposal, let’s follow Ouro’s methodological
suggestion and listen to Scripture itself regarding the
significance of the sanctuary.
BACK TO BASICS

The first explicit reference regarding the purpose and
function of the sanctuary in the HB can be found in
Exodus 25:8: “Let them build me a sanctuary, so that I
may tabernacle in their midst” [my translation]. Right
from the outset, divine presence is key to understanding the construction of the sanctuary. Most of the
times, biblical interpreters (including, and especially,
Adventist interpreters) read on to the following verse 9,
which continues the divine command, detailing how
this sanctuary is to be constructed, namely “according
to all that I will show you, namely [according to] the
model/pattern of the tabernacle/tent and [according to]
the model/pattern all its utensils and thus they shall
11
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do.” The crux of Exodus 25:9 has been the significance
of the Hebrew noun tabnît, which appears 20 times
in the HB and can refer to (a) an original miniature
model; (b) an architect’s plan; (c) a miniature model
that is a copy of an original; (d) an architect’s plan based
on an original; or (e) the original itself.8 All semantic
possibilities suggest an observable link between the
model and the reality and are in line with ancient Near
Eastern (ANE) concepts of divine dwelling places that
are parallel to earthly abodes. However, because of our
interest in the larger reality behind the earthly sanctuary, we often tend to overlook the key point of Exodus
25:8, i.e., the divine desire to dwell in the midst of Israel
(and by extension, the “world”).9 This sense of divine
presence is also visible in the Garden of Eden, which
represents a link between creation and the sanctuary.10
The implications of the divine presence on earth (in the
sanctuary) are significant and affect theological concepts of holiness, the continuum of pure—impure (as
well as profane—holy) and, following the destruction
of the temple (and thus the dwelling place of God on
earth), required important theological reflections that
radically changed the face of Judaism.11
A second highly crucial function of the sanctuary
involved the sacrificial system. According to Leviticus
17:8 and 9, sacrifices could only be offered at the sanctuary. Thus, following Scripture, the sanctuary did not
only function as the divine dwelling place (a sort of
“home away from home”) but also as the only authorized geographical location (which, during the years of
wilderness wanderings, was mobile) where atonement
could be effected.12 It is here that understanding of
ritual impacts most significantly our understanding and
discussion of the sanctuary—at least it should.
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RITUAL AND THE SANCTUARY

The past 30 years have witnessed a tremendous increase
in studies that deal with biblical ritual, while at the same
time making use of ritual theory.13 This development
is based on important methodological developments in
the fields of anthropology, sociology, and religious studies, where the study of ritual has always played a major
role. Scholars like Catherine Bell, Ron Grimes, Jonathan
Smith, Mircea Eliade, Victor Turner, and others have
made major contributions to our theoretical understanding of ritual, which, in turn, has also influenced the study
of ritual in the area of biblical studies.
Beginning with my doctoral research on the priestly
ordination ritual found in Leviticus 8 and the larger issue
of understanding texts that are describing a reality so far
removed from our own, I have repeatedly argued for a
way of reading ritual texts in Scripture that pays attention
to the important elements of ritual per se, while, at the
same time, also looks at the bigger picture.14
In other words, by looking carefully at the tree, we
also hope to understand the forest. This reading strategy (distinct from anthropological fieldwork) borrows
terminology from linguistics without necessarily utilizing a linguistic model. Key linguistic categories such as
morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics provide
a way of describing the form of ritual (what does the text
describe?), the important elements of ritual (involving also
their interaction, i.e., syntax),15 the contextual meaning of
the ritual (whereby important building blocks are integrated into a larger semantic unit), which finally leads to
the pragmatic perspective, involving functions and dimensions (what was the ritual good for?).16
Let’s take a short breather from foreign-sounding
ritual theory and think together about what triggers
ritual, and particularly, sanctuary-related (i.e., sacrificial) ritual. Several reasons come to mind: rites of
passage (as Arnold van Gennep called life-transitioning
rituals)17 involve life transitions, such as coming-of-age
rituals, marriages, funerals, ordinations, etc. Feasts and
fasts are often life-cycle markers (and the HB is full of
divinely appointed feasts, often, though not always,
linked to the sanctuary). However, the most important
function of ritual activity in the Hebrew Bible involved
ritual as a problem solver.
Just imagine yourself in the sandals of an Israelite
who had sinned and had just been convicted of his
sinful deed. He would have to offer an appropriate
sin (or burnt) offering, following a clear sequence of
activities that were place- and time-critical (details can
be gleaned from Leviticus 1). He would have to lay his
hands upon the head of the animal, transferring his sins
upon the sacrificial animal.18 He would have to slaughter the animal in a specific way while the priest collected the draining blood in a vessel and then sprinkled
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it around the altar and, in most instances, inside the
curtain separating the holy from the holy of holies. The
priest would also have to make sure that the offering
was appropriately burned upon the altar.
What would this intricately designed ritual do? On
a material level, an innocent animal would have to die
for a guilty human being. However, ritual always goes
beyond the obvious or material. Transferring sin upon
the animal, after which the blood of the animal was
brought to the sanctuary and sprinkled on the sanctuary furniture, resulted in the sanctuary becoming
contaminated, thus requiring the more permanent sin
solution/purification that the yearly Yom Kippur ritual
afforded once a year (Leviticus 16).
LINK BETWEEN RITUAL, SANCTUARY, AND
THEOLOGY: SOME IMPLICATIONS

The interpretation of biblical ritual reminds us not to
major in minors—a good lesson for anyone seeking to
understand the sanctuary. Following semantic theory
that challenges us to not infuse words with meaning (or
suggest their meaning based on etymology), but rather
understand them in their context, ritual theory invites
us to look at the bigger picture. It seems as if the oftenasked questions regarding the dimension of the heavenly sanctuary would fall into this category: Was the
model shown to Moses exactly like the heavenly sanctuary? Was it on a scale? If so, which scale? These are
all questions that defy a clear, Scripture-based answer.
However, the biblical description of a corresponding
heavenly reality that illustrates different elements and
phases of the plan of salvation are indeed clear. Ritual
theory does not challenge the existence of a bigger reality; it just cautions us not to step outside of the biblical
data in fanciful ways that may result in limiting God.
Here is another implication. As we often struggle to
understand biblical ritual (often due to its strangeness
reflecting distinct cultural, social, linguistic, and religious realities), we remember that we are dealing with
a “second language” and pay more attention to detail,
without jumping to (premature) conclusions. We listen
more carefully. We look twice. We concentrate hard.
This approach is not only needed but very healthy when
we think about the sanctuary doctrine in Scripture.
The sanctuary (and biblical ritual linked to the
sanctuary) reminds us also of the crucial link between
heaven and earth. We are not just lonely, disconnected
beings on an estranged planet floating through an
immense universe. Through the Word (with a capital
W ) that became flesh and “tabernacled” among us (see
John 1:14) we can peek behind the curtain. Matter of
fact, Hebrews tells us that we have “an anchor of the
soul, a hope both sure and steadfast and one which
enters within the veil” (Hebrews 6:19, NASB), based
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on the promise of Jesus’ ministry “within the veil,” at
the right hand of the Father. Considering the primary
explicit purpose of the earthly sanctuary (i.e., that God
wanted to be in the midst of His people [Exodus 25:8]),
the sanctuary (both earthly and heavenly) becomes the
vehicle to achieve this close link.
Here is another important ramification of the intersection of ritual, sanctuary, and theology. The sanctuary
and its complex ritual requirements that were necessary
to achieve cleansing need to be understood within the
larger co-text of the Great Controversy motif. Salvation
needs to be objective, verifiable, public, and transparent. Biblical sacrifice is not to be understood as a bribe
or something done under the table. It is public and
transparent and involves clearly defined participants. It
has to be this way since it is an extension (or a dimension) of the Great Controversy, where a public challenge to God’s justice and love required a public divine
answer.19 The investigative judgment is one important
element of this public divine answer.
I confess to being both intrigued as well as nervous regarding Ouro’s suggestion of the sanctuary
motif being the center of biblical theology. As has
been pointed out elsewhere, the notion of a central
theme tends to “flatten” the theological landscape and
often invites superficial or “twisted” interpretations.20
However, Ouro’s call to listen to Scripture’s owns voice
when searching for a center is laudable and right on target. His suggestion may just be this drone-perspective
from above that gives us the focus we need to recognize
the centrality of the sanctuary to Adventist theology.
God did not only provide a way to resolve the issue
of sin and separation; He did it publicly, and in a way
that was understandable and transparent. His desire to
tabernacle in the midst of His people communicates
even without words: It speaks of a God who revels in
community and intimacy.
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